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            For my wife, who pushed me to chase my dreams, and for my two little boys, who I hope will always follow theirs.
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            Chapter One

         

         If it all went wrong, reckoned Charlie, at least it would be over quickly.

         He crunched to a halt where the slope fell away into nothingness, and carefully laid his snowboard on top of the deep drifts at his feet. A wave of panic washed over him as he stared down at the tiny streets and buildings that nestled in the valley miles below, just visible through a veil of wispy cloud. He wrenched his eyes away, sank into the snow, and started to slide his feet into the decrepit bindings. The Santa Cruz board was battered and chipped, the edges dull and worn. Where a blue-cloaked skeleton had once grinned manically out from the topsheet, now a myriad of scratches and scuffs made the image almost impossible to make out.

         Charlie clicked the last strap into place, tightened the bindings, and reached up to pause the Biffy Clyro track that blared through his headphones. The sudden silence made his head reel for a moment and he took a frigid, calming breath then leaned back and felt the snow mould around him.

         He’d pictured the view countless times over the past six months but, even so, it was far more spectacular than he’d imagined. It had taken him most of the afternoon to hike across from one side of the peak to the other, but the effort had been more than worth it.

         Away from the tiny resort they were staying in, there really was nothing but empty wilderness. The south side of the mountain stretched down at his feet, a pristine fun-park of untouched, flawless snow, and across from him – all around him – lay nothing but distant rocky peaks and vast, deserted forests.

         And there was nobody there to enjoy the view but him.

         They’d been warned not to go off-piste. The instructors were particularly frantic about that rule and the consequences of breaking it.

         Avalanches. Death. Rocks. Death. Freezing. Death.

         Take your pick. 

         But Charlie was pretty sure that he didn’t care either way.

         Even with the deserted splendour of the Austrian Alps laid out before him, he couldn’t help but dwell on the fact that soon he would be slammed back into reality.

         Four more days.

         And at least three of those were likely to be ruined by the huge winter storm that was currently sweeping in his direction.

         Charlie swore and looked down at the drop just a few feet from where his board nestled among the snow. Now that he sat there, actually looking down at the mountain he had planned to ride, he wasn’t really sure it was doable. His heart was hammering in his chest as if he’d just run a marathon, and he knew it wasn’t just the exertion from the hike that was causing it.

         From nowhere, a tiny voice started to chatter away at the back of his head.

         Maybe nobody tackled the south side for a reason.

         Maybe the instructors had been right.

         Maybe he might not walk away from this.

         Charlie chewed his bottom lip, his confidence wavering. But there really was nothing waiting for him back home, was there? Nothing but misery, and it wasn’t going to get better any time soon.

         He nodded to himself and stood up on his snowboard, hopping from tip to tip to try to warm up, feeling the snow under his feet crunch satisfyingly. He stole another quick glance at the powder field below him, imagined himself flying down the vertiginous slope, catching an edge, hitting a rock, breaking his leg, then lying out until dark and beyond – the barren, starless night slowly sapping the life out of him.

         Charlie took another snort of Alpine air. He could turn and walk away. He could trudge back over the mountaintop and take the reds and blues back down to the village. He knew the risks. The same way he knew that if it didn’t work out, nobody was going to miss him anyway.

         Screw it.

         Before he had time to change his mind, he lined up the nose of the board with the drop below and leaned his weight forwards so that he started to slip down the slope. Just as the board gained momentum and reached the point of no return, Charlie could have sworn he heard a voice behind him, words calling on the wind. But by then it was too late to do anything but look forwards, bend his knees and let gravity do the rest.

         Then he was away.

         For what felt like an eternity he freefell down the mountain, the wind in his ears, his heart pounding, the world a vertical blur. An instant before his board could slip out of control he dug in his heels and carved a steep, banking turn through the snow. A quick shift to the right, and he darted the other way, his snowboard chattering underneath his feet. Snow sprayed around him like a cloud of vapour, biting at the exposed skin on his face.

         Each time he felt himself getting too much speed, Charlie dug in his heels or his toes and felt the pace die away for an instant. Then he tore off again, only faintly aware that he was shouting – a long, high cry of excitement tearing from his lungs. The speed of his run transformed the frozen wilderness around him into an indistinct kaleidoscope of whites and greys, his mind focused on nothing more than the bite of his snowboard, the winding dance of the mountain.

         It was on his sixth or seventh turn that he noticed the low rumble, like thunder across the valley. Without slowing, he slipped on to his toe edge, reached out low with his fingertips towards the snow to steady himself and chanced a look back up to where he had come from.

         A horizon of jumbling chaos loomed above him. Tumbling downwards was a wave of rock and snow, the grey sky gone, a cloud of debris and ice filling the air. Charlie tasted bile at the back of his throat.

         The heartbeat that he took his sight off the slope was all it needed for him to lose his concentration. His board caught an edge, and he slipped backwards and slammed his head on the snow. His goggles were torn away from his eyes, his legs above his head, all sense of direction gone.

         Charlie didn’t have time to be scared.

         As he flew down the slope on his back, a deep, booming rumble shuddered around him, through him, growing closer all the time. He managed to slam his legs down into the snow, felt the edge of his board bite. The blur around him slowed, and as he had time to process what was happening he registered the snow that had found its way under his shirt, down his pants, into his mouth. He dragged to a halt then scrabbled to his knees, fighting to suck a whisper of air into his lungs.

         The roaring was everywhere now, in his head, his chest, running through his body like a current. He turned to his right, saw the vast wave of snow that was a heartbeat from sweeping him away … and then everything went black.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

         

         Nico heard the sound just as he arrived back in the village, still absorbing the fact that, against all the odds, he’d survived another day with no broken bones. A rumble, deep and powerful, like the anger of a distant earthquake, cracked across the range.

         Nico felt a shiver of panic running down his back, then he caught Stefan’s eye and noticed the lack of concern there.

         “Was that thunder?” asked one of the students, a good-looking girl that Nico was fairly sure was called Leandra. He didn’t know much about her, other than that they shared an art class and he’d seen her paintings displayed in the school reception. He’d never actually been brave enough to speak to her, but he’d seen her a few times in the library, and had peered up from the safety of his computer screen to listen in on her conversations.

         Leandra’s thick black hair was stuffed under a clunky orange helmet, and her large, dark eyes shone out anxiously from under its chipped rim.

         Stefan shook his head. “No. That’s an avalanche. But it’s over there, up on the other side of the mountain, off-piste. No one skis up there. So I don’t think we need to worry.”

         As the eyes of several of the students in his group widened, Nico wondered if his relief at the day’s survival had been somewhat premature, but Stefan smiled playfully.

         “We get lots of avalanches in the winter. Sometimes we set them off ourselves with dynamite, just to make it safer on the lower pistes. With the dump of snow that they’re expecting to fall over the next few days, I think we might be hearing that sound a little more.”

         One of the boys, Ryan, turned in Stefan’s direction. He was tall, well over six foot, and built like a bull – the kind of kid that Nico wished he could be reincarnated as. Back at home, Ryan was captain of the rugby team, king of the common room and a minor celebrity among a sea of sixth formers. But while he could have easily acted like a dick, he didn’t – even towards nerds like Nico. Since they’d arrived in Austria, he’d been polite, respectful and eager to listen to all Stefan’s instructions.

         Plus he was a natural athlete. Much to Nico’s jealousy, he’d picked up skiing in just a few days and was already far ahead of the rest of the group.

         “You think we’ll be able to ski tomorrow? You think this storm will be as bad as they’re saying?”

         Stefan shrugged in response. “They always exaggerate it in this part of the Alps, but it does look pretty bad. If the reports turn out to be right, I doubt we’ll be able to set foot out of the front door tomorrow. If there’s as much snow as they say, we won’t even be able to open it.”

         As if in acknowledgement of the instructor’s words, Nico noticed that a slow trickle of flakes had started to fall from the sky. He looked upwards and saw that the thin grey clouds had given way to a much more menacing, bruised gloom.

         Ryan flicked at the flakes that settled in his fringe and pulled his beanie down an inch lower. “Here it comes, then. You sure we can’t have one more run before we go in, Stefan?”

         “No. That’s it for today, I’m afraid. We’ll get some food in us, get the fires going. It’ll be – what do you English say? – Cosy? Is that the word?” The ski instructor nodded to himself, then started to lead the party of students back through Kaldgellan towards its lone hotel.

         It was growing darker by the minute, a combination of falling dusk and an ominous sky. Every other day this week, there had been streetlights and lanterns glowing all the way back from the lift station to the hotel, and Christmas lights twinkling in the windows of the handful of shops.

         But tonight the track back from the slopes was unusually dark; wooden shutters closed and candles unlit.

         As they reached the village centre, Nico picked up on an air of bustle among the few people on the street. He recognized a couple of the locals he’d seen earlier that week packing up their sleds to hike over to the main lift station, presumably getting down the mountain before the storm came in. Nico had spent the day shivering so much he could barely concentrate, but even so he’d heard about the impending snowfall and its ramifications for the rest of the trip.

         Nico jumped at a loud rattle as the shutter slid down on the village’s lone café. Stefan spotted the owner – a chubby, friendly local man in his fifties – hovering just outside the darkened building. He was squinting down at his watch, and the instructor held up his hand to pause Nico’s group.

         “Ho, Marlon, what’s with all the closing? Where’s everyone going to?”

         The owner had a harassed shine in his bloodshot eyes, and he shook his head. “Just getting away before this storm comes in, is all. I don’t want to be stuck up here for three days with no way of getting down. They’re saying that the winds will get so bad they’ll shut the cable cars down. I don’t want to be trapped up here like a prisoner, no thank you.”

         Nico felt a nervous twinge in his gut, but Stefan grinned at the owner. “What about the money you could make? There must be nearly thirty students staying at the hotel. Think of the cakes and cappuccino they’re going to need!”

         Marlon didn’t reply or even crack a smile. Nico watched as he turned away and continued to quickly stuff his belongings into the back of his battered wooden sled. Stefan shrugged and turned back to his group.

         “What will we do all day tomorrow if we can’t ski?”

         Nico looked at the speaker, a tall, skinny girl called Ellie. He’d gone to primary school with her, watched her try to cope with her parents’ messy divorce, danced with her at the year seven disco … only to somehow lose touch with her as they crept into adulthood.

         Stefan smiled in Ellie’s direction. “I’m sure you’ll think of something. Worse case scenario you can sneak out and build a snowman. Me, I plan to sleep. I’m back to university next month for my finals and tomorrow might be my last chance for a guilt-free day in bed.”

         Ellie’s blue eyes were locked on to Stefan, a glint of admiration hovering there that gave Nico a twinge of envy. She was pretty, although he wondered if she’d be even more attractive without so much make-up. Her thick woollen hood obscured most of her features, but in the half-light Nico could make out skin that had been coated with a more than liberal helping of fake tan, flanked by a pair of hoop earrings that nestled in the curls of her long, bleached hair.

         “I want to get to university and do fashion, down in London. But first I’ve got to get through my A-levels. My parents say it’ll never happen, that people from our part of the city don’t belong at uni. And if I don’t get at least Cs in my mocks, they say they’re going to make me leave and get a job. I just hope I prove them wrong.”

         Stefan flashed his winning smile. “You’ll do it. Just believe in yourself.”

         Nico turned as a figure surged out of the gloom, and watched Stefan wave a gloved hand in its direction.

         “Hey, Matthias, you not staying for a drink tonight?”

         There were four ski instructors that worked for the hotel in Kaldgellan, but Matthias was the oldest by quite some way. Nico had heard Stefan telling one of the other students that Matthias had lived in the village all his life and had never strayed far from the isolated resort.

         Normally Matthias and the other instructors stayed in the hotel bar after dark, swapping stories and ridiculing the awful skiing of some of their guests, which Nico was sure included him. But now the older man shook his head slowly.

         “No, I … I can’t stay. It’s a … a family thing. I need to get down to the valley, and if I don’t go tonight…”

         Matthias had his skis over one shoulder and seemed about to say something. Then he shook his head and looked up at the snow that was steadily falling from above. He didn’t speak for a moment, and in the half-light it looked to Nico as if he were shaking.

         One of Matthias’s big, gloved hands swept out and clapped Stefan on the shoulder. “My group are inside, getting warm. You should take this lot in. You’re a great guy, Stefan. Look after yourself, the next few days. Have a drink for me tonight, eh?”

         Matthias was a gruff, bearded Austrian, the kind of man that looked to Nico as if he could wrestle a bear – but there was something odd on his face, something that Nico found unnerving. Stefan seemed to pick up on it too, and he took a step closer to the older man.

         “Hey, whatever’s wrong, I’m sure it’ll work itself out. You want me to stay for a while, talk things through?”

         Matthias shook his head and slid his bulky hand off Stefan’s shoulder. While Nico watched the conversation unfold, the rest of his group chatted and milled around, staring up at the descending flakes that grew heavier by the second. They’d been in the Alps for three days and although there had been showers, this was the first real snowfall since they’d arrived.

         Matthias leaned closer to Stefan. “No. Just need to get down the mountain. You look after yourself and this lot. Be lucky, if you can. I need to get over to the lift before this wind gets any worse. It’s come in a lot earlier than they said it would.”

         He strode off in the direction of his car, an old Jeep with snow chains shining on the tyres. Without a backwards glance he jumped in, slammed the door, revved the engine then skidded away through the snow. Stefan watched him go, a look of confusion on his face.

         “You OK, Stefan?”

         The instructor nodded vaguely, tracking Matthias’s tail lights as they flickered towards the lift station. Stefan’s eyes fell on Nico, trying and failing to hide a glimmer of exasperation. The instructor had warned him about the cold that morning, but even so Nico had come out on to the slopes with nothing but a long-sleeved top with a Walking Dead T-shirt over it and, as Stefan had predicted, he’d spent the day shivering.

         “Yeah, I’m fine. But you look a little frozen.”

         Stefan shook his head and gestured towards the Panoramic Hotel, a faded, dumpy, three-storey building a few metres away. “Come on, you guys, nearly there. Let’s get inside before this snow really starts to fall.”

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Three

         

         Charlie was stuck in a dream.

         He was somewhere back in time – a year ago, maybe more, in one of his worst memories. The twisted faces of those around him were only a heartbeat from morphing into something much more monstrous.

         He and a social worker sat in the headmaster’s tiny office, the news getting worse and worse. A hail of words stuttered out of the teacher’s mouth like gunfire.

         Fading light. Building swell. Little hope. Halting the search.

         Charlie wanted more than anything to be away from this place, this memory.

         Then he was.

         Pain started to cut through his dream, vague at first, then more severe. There was a tightness around his throat like a noose. It wasn’t just sadness that choked him, but something physical, biting into his neck below his Adam’s apple. The sound of his own gagging started to wake him and he became aware that he was being pulled backwards, into the light, someone or something roughly dragging him by his collar.

         He opened his eyes and it all came back to him. The blindingly fast powder run, the rumble from above, the huge wave of snow and debris that picked him up and swept him along like a piece of stray driftwood. He coughed, spat out a mouthful of snow and took a deep breath. He realized that he had been gasping for air, starving for it.

         Rolling on to his knees, he stared back up the way he had come and saw a landscape a world away from the one he had admired just moments ago. Where there had been flawless, pristine blankets of fresh snow there was now a sprawling chaotic mass, as if the entire mountainside had been unearthed and churned up by huge, unseen diggers. Here and there, chunks of grey rock protruded through the snow like mines and Charlie realized how lucky he was to be in one piece.

         He coughed, spat, staggered to his feet through a mist of dancing stars and suddenly remembered that he wasn’t alone.

         A few feet away from him, a figure watched him through a pair of mirrored ski goggles. There was a snowmobile a little way behind them on the slope, and Charlie realized that the stranger must have seen him fall and set off to rescue him. The figure lifted a gloved hand to their face and pulled down the scarf that covered their mouth.

         “What the hell were you thinking?”

         His rescuer’s face was covered by a hood and goggles, but her voice was unmistakably female and foreign. When she spoke, her English had a harsh, angular tone to it. And there was no mistaking the anger in her voice.

         Charlie tried to speak but found that he couldn’t get the words out. He coughed again, brushed the snow out of his hair and eyes and shook his head. “What?” he sputtered.

         The girl lifted her goggles and stared at him, incredulous. “Dummkopf! Out here. On this slope. What were you thinking?”

         Charlie spat at his feet. A mixture of ice and blood splattered on to the churned-up debris. His head was pounding, and he squinted against the snow that was steadily falling from above and turned to the girl wearily. “What’s it to you?”

         The girl’s grey eyes blazed and she lashed out, catching Charlie full on the side of his face with her fist. He staggered backwards and struggled to stay on his feet. The girl poked a threatening finger in his direction.

         “I had to come down here and save you from choking, that’s what! Scheisse, you don’t deserve to be alive! You idiots, coming out here, thinking you’re something cool. What if there’d had been skiers below you, or hikers? What if you’d brought the mountain down on top of them?”

         The girl was beyond furious and Charlie took another step away from her. He realized he was still strapped into his snowboard by one foot, and clumsily bent down and unclipped it. The other binding had snapped off and must have been buried in the snow somewhere alongside his goggles, gloves and headphones, probably lost forever. He gingerly stood back up and sighed.

         “I knew it was just me out here. I wouldn’t put anyone else in danger. And I’m sorry you had to come and dig me out.”

         The girl looked down at his snowboard and shook her head slowly. “That board must be twenty years old. From the nineties or something, a relic! You shouldn’t be out here. Do you even know anything about the mountains? Have you ever set foot on snow before this week? Go back to your little group of English friends. The sooner you’re gone the better!”

         Charlie experienced a mixture of anger and guilt at what he’d done. His words came out before he had time to regulate them.

         “I know the mountains and I can ride well enough. The board was my dad’s, and yeah, it’s old, but I can still use it better than anyone else I’ve seen on these mountains all week. I’m sorry you had to come down here, dig me out. I didn’t want that to happen. But I go home in a few days and I wanted to see what else was out here.”

         The girl laughed, but there was no humour in the sound.

         “Well, now you know, don’t you? I hope you enjoyed your little run, the one that brought half the mountain down. You know this place is off limits. People have died in these mountains. A lot of them. People I cared about. I heard Stefan telling your group on your first day here. Nobody comes up here unless they want to wind up under the ground.”

         Charlie nodded slowly. He felt tired and hollow, horribly aware that his body was a mass of aches and pains. He didn’t want to argue. He just wanted to go back to the Panoramic Hotel and lie down somewhere.

         “Look, I’m sorry, really, I didn’t want to upset anyone, or—”

         The girl glared at him and stormed back up to her snowmobile. Halfway there, she paused and turned round. “Why did you do it, then? For the rush? So you had a great story to boast to your friends about?”

         Charlie rubbed at the spot on his jaw where she had punched him and shook his head. “I don’t have any friends. And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell them about this.”

         The girl snorted. “What, then? A death wish?”

         Charlie held the girl’s eyes for a moment, while her words seemed to drill into his skull. He felt his vision start to blur and he found himself wiping at his eyes with the back of his hand. Instead of answering her he bent down, retrieved his broken board and started to trudge down through the snow. In places the drifts were waist-deep, and he struggled and slipped as he tried to put some distance between himself and the girl.

         It was growing darker by the second. Far below, the orange lights of the village twinkled in the twilight. It was going to take Charlie hours to reach Kaldgellan and he suddenly realized the lunacy of his plan.

         It was a few minutes before Charlie heard the noise of an engine starting and revving. Seconds later, the girl’s snowmobile slid to a halt alongside him. He couldn’t see her eyes. Instead his own dishevelled reflection peered back at him in the mirrored lenses, snow caked in his messy dark hair, something like regret swimming in his brown eyes.

         When the girl spoke, her voice had lost its angry edge and her words were flat and emotionless.

         “It’s getting dark. And this storm is only going to get worse. If you try to make your way down the mountain and back across the valley chances are you’re going to fall, trigger another slip or freeze to death. And I don’t want any of those on my conscience.”

         She gestured to the seat behind her.

         “So you better get on. And hope I’m not so pissed that I throw you off.”

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Four

         

         From her seat on the sill of her second-floor bedroom window, Tara watched the light gradually drain out of the day. She moved closer to the frosted glass, nestling into her hoodie as she felt the draft hissing from the sides of the pane. If she squinted, she could just see a procession of laughing, chatting figures, making their way back from the lift station, skis and snowboards clutched under their arms. The sky that brooded above their heads was the colour of slate, stark white flecks of confetti whirling above them on the wind.

         They better have enjoyed their time out on the slopes, mused Tara, because for the next few days they were going to be confined to the hotel. And Tara knew only too well how little fun that was.

         The hot topic at breakfast that morning had been the storm that was due in. Tara had been listening to one of the instructors calling it a whiteout and explaining that once the blizzard arrived, any skiing and snowboarding was going to be officially cancelled for the day – the lifts shut down, the runs closed off. Tara had wanted to hear more, but just then Mrs Newman had thundered over and started rinsing her in front of the whole school party. And that was pretty much the last bit of contact with the outside world Tara had had.

         She shook her head, checked her phone for what must have been the hundredth time in the last hour, and swore quietly.

         Nothing. Not a thing.

         There’d been no internet or signal since breakfast, and it was really starting to piss her off. She swore again, tossed her shiny iPhone back on the bed and was just about to go back to watching the progress of the tiny figures on their way back from the lift when there was an urgent knock on her bedroom door.

         “Tara! Can you open up, please? I need to get changed and get down to dinner but I have to see you before they start serving.”

         Tara sighed, yawned, stumbled over to the door and pulled it open a fraction. Mrs Newman’s stern, pinched face peered at her through the sliver between door and frame. She had her padded purple North Face jacket zipped up to her chin, a pink snood just below her mouth. Flecks of melting snow glistened in her hair.

         “I’ll get you some food brought up here tonight, but I do not want you down there, mixing with the others. You’re staying here, in your room, staring at the walls if you have to. You can do your psychology or sociology study if you’re bored. But don’t even think about leaving your room, or sticking so much as one foot into the snow outside. You understand?”

         Tara shrugged. “It’s so cold tonight I don’t want to go out anyway, so I’m not really bothered.”

         She pushed a long strand of blond hair out of her eyes then glanced back at Mrs Newman with as much disdain as she could muster. The teacher’s scowl deepened, the lines around her eyes and on her forehead becoming more pronounced.

         “You might think this is all a joke, Tara. But let me assure you, if I find you on the boys’ floor again after dark I’ll take you down to the valley, throw you in a hire car and drive you to the airport myself, no matter how bad the weather gets.”

         Tara shrugged and looked down at her nails. When her family’s money had run out and she’d been thrust into the horrors of comprehensive education, she never dreamed it would be this bad.

         Mrs Newman pushed the door wider, her face flushed with agitation. “I don’t care what you get up to at home but there are rules here. You might think you’re untouchable but you’re not. And roll your eyes at me again and you’ll stay in your room until we fly home.”

         Mrs Newman waited for a response, but Tara knew she when she was cornered and she forced herself to bite back an acid retort. There was a long silence and then the teacher nodded with satisfaction and pushed the door to. Tara listened to her footsteps as she thumped down the stairs.

         “Bitch,” Tara muttered.

         She turned and slinked back over to the bed to retrieve her phone. Thumbing on to Snapchat, she was met with the all-too-familiar Cannot connect to server message. Those four words had been the best it or any other app or website had to offer since just after breakfast. And no matter how many times Tara obsessively checked, there was no change.

         Pulling her fleeced hoodie tighter around her shoulders, Tara turned her attention back to the window and watched as the tiny figures trudged back through the storm towards the warm light of the hotel.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Five

         

         Without the background drone of the television, the dining room seemed strangely sombre, Nico realized.

         Even though most of the seats were occupied with babbling students and a raging fire filled one corner of the rustic room, there was still something missing without the battered old relic of a TV and the smaller screens dotted around the room.

         There was supposed to be a football match on the television tonight, England versus Russia. Nico didn’t even like football. He couldn’t kick a ball to save his life unless he had an Xbox controller in his hand, but he liked the way that when a big game was on TV it brought everyone closer together. It made him feel a little bit more of a part of things.

         But now the football was the latest casualty of the blizzard that shuddered and gasped outside, its exhalations seeming to almost flex the flimsy walls of the hotel back in on themselves. Nico had never heard a storm quite like it, but then he’d never been out of Bristol in pretty much his entire life so he didn’t have a lot to compare it to.

         Television wasn’t the only casualty. The internet had gone too, not only on their phones and tablets, but also on the tired old computer in the lobby. Nico had gone on there earlier to try to send an email home to his mum but there was no connection. And there was zero signal on his phone.

         So for now there was no Minecraft, no Grand Theft, no kind of online entertainment at all. He was so used to the students around him having glowing screens in their hands that their absence now seemed strangely unsettling. He peered over at his best friend Chris. “Nothing on yours either?”

         Chris shook his head, scratched at his long greasy hair then went miserably back to the last of his supper. Nico watched him for a moment then leaned back in his chair and glanced around the room.

         A host of glassy-eyed deer and foxes stared down at him from the spots on the woodchip walls where their unfortunate heads had been mounted. There were dozens of the creatures, their mouths forever frozen in a mask of redundant aggression and all-too-real surprise. There was even a huge black bearskin in one corner, suspended upside down so that its rear paws almost touched the ceiling. Nico noticed that several of the students had placed pieces of their evening meal – some blackened and burnt chicken nuggets – in its jaws, skewering the chunks on the dead bear’s teeth. That’s how bad the cooking was.

         To be fair, the poor dinner wasn’t really the fault of the two Polish girls who dashed from kitchen to servery to table, bringing out a succession of plates of overcooked chicken nuggets, greasy chips and brown, wilting lettuce. The hotel manager had gone home sick, Nico heard, and left the two waitresses in charge of pretty much the whole hotel. And they were probably only a few years older than the students they were cooking for.

         But even before the food had come out there had been a bleak mood in the hotel that evening. Maybe it was the storm and the fact that there was unlikely to be any more skiing for the next few days. Maybe it was because the trip was going by a little too quickly. Or maybe it was the lack of glowing screens, the temporary disappearance of any contact with the outside world beyond the sleepy Austrian village.

         Whatever it was, the sense of holiday celebration had vanished tonight.

         Like Matthias, the other ski instructors who usually stood at the bar and drank beers and shots and hurled jokes at the students had also made other plans, leaving Stefan as their sole representative. He was chatting away to a striking but hard-faced girl at the bar. She had long black hair, shaved at the sides and pulled into a ponytail, and moody, piercing grey eyes. A silver ring in her nose shimmered in the dim light. She wore a pair of ski dungarees and a vest top. Nico studied her for a moment, making sure she wasn’t looking in his vicinity. Her upper body was skinny, but she looked toned and athletic. Nico was fairly sure he had seen her out on the mountain a few days ago, leading a group of walkers off-piste. Whatever it was she was bending Stefan’s ear about now, she didn’t look happy at all.

         As if they sensed Nico watching, the two of them abruptly broke off their conversation and stared over in his direction.

         Nico felt his face burn red and he studied his blank phone screen as fervently as he could. After a few seconds, he broke cover and realized that they weren’t looking at him at all. Instead, their attention was focused on somebody else who had just walked into the dining room behind him.

         Nico glanced around and saw Charlie push past the table, dark hair hanging down into his eyes. He was wearing a tatty hoodie and a pair of ripped jeans, and his eyes never left the floor as he walked towards the servery.

         Now there, thought Nico, was somebody who didn’t fit in anywhere. Charlie made Nico happy to be one of the geeks. It was as if there was a dark cloud permanently over the boy, and Nico noticed that none of the group even acknowledged him as he made his way across the room.

         Charlie had appeared a few months ago, two weeks into term, just as A-level classes were underway. There was a lot of talk about him. Rumours bounced around that he had been thrown out of another school, had endured a horrific home life and had been mixed up with drugs, but Nico reckoned that nobody really knew the truth. The police had turned up at their school once or twice and Nico had seen Charlie being escorted to meet them. And from the look on his face it wasn’t for a community service award. There was even a theory doing the rounds that his dad was in prison for murder. Nico didn’t know if any of these stories were true, but they would explain why Charlie kept himself to himself and didn’t mix with the other students.

         Charlie studied art alongside Nico, but he’d never talked to anyone in that class either – he didn’t seem to have any friends at all. Nico had been more than surprised to see him on the coach when they had left their school in Bristol. During the twenty-seven-hour journey to Austria, whenever Nico had looked in Charlie’s direction, he had been either asleep or staring glassily out of the window with his headphones in.

         It had been the first day on the snow, as they’d gathered to be divided into different ability groups, that Nico had heard Malachi, Jordan and some of the other sporty boys laughing and sniggering. At first he’d thought he was the source of their amusement. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

         But when he’d turned round he had seen Charlie stumble out of the hotel into the snow. Under the arm of his parka he held a battered, stickered-up old snowboard that looked like it had been found gathering dust in somebody’s loft. His gloves and trousers resembled clothing that had come from a second-hand store and his snowboard boots were partly held together with strips of silver duct tape. If Charlie had heard the sniggers he didn’t show it.

         But the laughing had stopped when, just to the side of the lift, Charlie buckled in and rose to his feet. He had leaned left and right as if stretching, jumped the board round and then zoomed away across the slope in a blur. As he went, he threw the board this way and that at will, letting loose a dazzling array of jumps and flips as he rode.

         Quite where Charlie had learned how to snowboard like that was a mystery, just like Charlie himself. And it had certainly shut up the boys from the rugby team.

         As if they’d read his mind, a cry went out from those assembled at the other end of the room, and Nico spun round to see Ryan and his group sitting around a table, playing that strange game where you try to throw a plastic bottle in the air and make it land again. It was a game Nico had never understood, but then he supposed he wasn’t really sporty enough to ever be good at throwing balls, bottles or anything else for that matter.

         Watching them, Nico wondered if the boys were part of a hive mind, like the Borg from Star Trek. When news had gone around that there was going to be a sixth-form ski trip, ten of the thirty places had been snatched up by the rugby team. They could have gotten more than a little bit rowdy, bored as they were, but Ryan seemed to keep them all in check. Or maybe it was Ryan’s athletic female friend, Shiv, who had been accepted into the rugby inner circle in a way Nico never would, and who seemed to lend a little calm to the testosterone-fuelled gathering.

         Even the thuggish blond-haired one, Jordan, whose dad was rumoured to be affiliated to some of the scarier gangs in Bristol, was much less offensive out here on the trip than he usually was back at sixth form. Underneath his curly hair he had a cruel, mean face and heavy-lidded, emotionless eyes. Back at home he seemed to spend the majority of his time slouching in the common room, grime music blasting out of his mobile phone.

         Nico tried to avoid the common room, but on one of the few occasions when the IT suites were shut and he’d stumbled his way in there, Jordan had purposefully barged into him, sending him sprawling into a nearby table. The boy’s cold, shark-like glare and scabbed knuckles had prompted Nico to very quickly apologize and move away.

         Nico decided to look away before he was caught staring. Two tables of girls sat next to the rugby boys. While most of them leaned together, chatting or feverishly checking their phones, a few of them cast sad, longing looks at Ryan and the better-looking boys on the team. Nico knew some of the girls and had even spoken once or twice to a couple of them, but most of them ignored him or treated him as if he was some annoying little brother. One of them, Tara, was conspicuous by her absence, and Nico had heard a rumour that she’d been confined to her quarters for the day by Mrs Newman for some heinous crime, though he didn’t know what.

         “Two days of this, sitting here listening to that lot cheer and shout, and I’ll be dying to go home,” mumbled Chris.

         Nico nodded and Chris gestured out through the large bay window that ran along one side of the dining room.

         “Look at all this snow. It’s like Narnia out there. You think they’ll let us out tomorrow?”

         Nico shrugged. It sounded more and more as if the lifts would be shut, the resort closed and skiing pretty much off the table for the rest of the trip. He had spent his sixteen years coming to terms with the fact that he was rubbish at all sports, and he had discovered this week that skiing was no exception to that rule. All the same, he didn’t want to be imprisoned inside for the rest of the trip with the rugby boys for company, or lose out on the few days’ skiing he had left.

         The teachers, hunched over their beer and wine around a small table in a far corner of the room, looked to be equally dejected. Mr Down seemed half-drunk, Mr Potter exhausted and Mrs Newman just her plain old miserable self. Maybe, Nico thought, they just wanted to go home.

         A gasp went up as the wind shook the glass of the windowpanes and the lights above their heads rattled and flickered. Nico glanced at his phone once again.

         Nothing.

         It was going to be a long night.
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